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The Bolivian government announced on Oct. 6 that it had reached an agreement with protesting
teachers and campesinos who had blocked roads throughout the country for more than three
weeks. The blockades paralyzed the economy, caused food shortages, and threatened to force the
resignation of President Hugo Banzer.
An agreement with the organized coca growers was not reached until Oct. 13. Ten people were
killed and more than a hundred injured in the three weeks of protests, as teachers demanded pay
raises, campesinos called for the removal of a proposed water tax, and coca growers demanded a
halt to the eradication of coca fields (see NotiSur, 2000-09-29).
The roadblocks cut off almost all traffic to Bolivia's largest cities, forcing the air force to fly in more
than 500,000 kg of food to prevent dangerous shortages. Some food prices doubled or tripled. The
protests, rooted in controversial economic policies, unleashed one of Bolivia's most severe crises in
decades.
Shortly before the Oct. 6 agreement was announced, Economic Development Minister Jose Luis
Lupo said economic losses during the protests reached at least US$120 million in damaged roads,
spoiled food, and blocked export shipments. Schools were closed for several weeks. "This is the
worst crisis Bolivia has faced since 1985, when we had a 24,000% inflation rate," Lupo said.

First settlement comes with teachers, campesinos
For the second time in six months, Banzer was forced to back down on government initiatives in
the face of large-scale protests. The government agreed to subsidize corn prices, reverse a process
for granting land titles that would have raised taxes, and eliminate the controversial water tax. The
accord will give teachers bonuses of about US$240 over the next year while negotiations continue
on a pay raise, and rescind some recently enacted education reforms. It authorizes an indemnity to
families of those injured or killed in the protests.
After the settlement with campesinos and teachers was reached, the government threatened to
forcibly clear a 200-km stretch of highway linking Santa Cruz with Cochabamba, which remained
blocked by coca growers from the volatile Chapare region. In earlier negotiations with the coca
growers, the government agreed to halt plans to build three new army bases in the Chapare, but it
adamantly refused any compromise on coca eradication.

Coca growers finally settle
On Oct. 10, after talks had broken off and then resumed, the mediation committee presented a new
proposal to the government and the coca growers. The proposal was drawn up by People's Defender
Ana Maria de Campero, Waldo Albarracin, president of the Asamblea de Derechos Humanos
(APDHB), and Fernando Rojas, secretary general of the bishops conference (Conferencia Episcopal
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de Bolivia, CEB). Finally, on Oct. 13, after 27 days, the government announced that an agreement
had been reached. Interior Minister Guillermo Fortun and Evo Morales, leader of the organized coca
growers, headed the nine-hour negotiating session. The government pledged US$80 million during
the next two years for the Programa de Desarrollo Alternativo to aid coca growers to cultivate other
crops.
The agreement opens the way for the coca growers to participate in the administration, control,
and supervision of resources earmarked for alternative development. The money will come from
foreign aid, principally from the US, said Fortun. The coca growers dropped their demand that
the government stop its eradication program and allow them to plant new coca, but stipulated
in the agreement that they "maintain their position" and intend to raise it again in the near
future."Regarding coca-leaf production, the national government maintains its 'zero coca' policy,"
stated article 16 of the agreement. "There will always be coca [in the Chapare], it's a mistaken
premise of the government to think otherwise," said Morales on a local radio program in the
Chapare village of Villa Turani. "They'll continue eradicating, and we'll continue growing it. It will
always be a matter of conflict."
Morales lamented the government's "closed position" toward coca growers' insistence that they be
allowed a "cato"- -1,600 sq m of coca per family in exchange for a commitment to participate in the
fight against drug trafficking. Morales said leaders of the six organized groups from the Chapare
would meet Oct. 21 to analyze the agreement with the government. Morales may have lost some
ground in this last battle. Undeniably the most polemic union leader in Bolivia in the past decade,
Morales is a type of Robin Hood for his followers.
Government officials, however, have called him seditious and a front person for drug dealers. Felipe
Quispe, popularly known as El Mallku (the Great Condor), accuses Morales of having divided the
campesino movement and of acting on his own in the latest conflict with the government. Quispe,
head of the Confederacion Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB),
has emerged stronger, thanks to the successful road blocks that forced concessions from the
government.
The agreement establishes a one-month cooling-off period while joint commissions hammer out
the mechanisms by which the government and the coca growers will share the management of
resources for alternative development. Meanwhile, on Oct. 17, Fortun said the last 1,500 hectares of
coca in the Chapare would be destroyed by the end of November, a month earlier than anticipated.
The eradication is part of Banzer's 1997 Plan Dignidad, which called for the elimination of all illegal
coca fields by 2002. Fortun's statement came immediately after the US announced that it would
speed up disbursement of US$110 million in aid for alternative development.

Economic policies at root of social conflicts
In 1985, in exchange for debt relief, Bolivia implemented many economic reforms demanded by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). As a result, free-market economists point out, Bolivia has
lowered its inflation rate, seen steady economic growth, and lowered spending through privatization
of public services.
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But critics say those same policies have created widespread social and environmental problems,
including a widening gap between rich and poor, price increases for essential goods such as water
and gasoline, and greater unemployment. More than 70% of Bolivia's eight million people live below
the poverty line. Government statistics put unemployment at 26%, but the real number is believed
to be much higher. "Neoliberalism is creating a world of exclusion in Bolivia," said sociologist
Alvaro Garcia. "The technocrats are trying to apply their ideas to a country with a very different
reality."
Analysts say increasing frustration with the neoliberal, free-market model set off this latest conflict.
Bolivia owes US$4.6 billion to international lenders, equal to about half its GDP. Last year, the US
$340 million the government paid to service the debt was about what it spent on education, health,
and other social programs combined. "This is a conflict between two Bolivias, between the nation
of the economic statistics and reports of international institutions, and the country of the excluded
and the very poor," said La Paz political analyst Jorge Lazarte. "If the government does not respond
to the people, this crisis will only deepen." [Sources: The Miami Herald, 10/05/00; Associated Press.
The New York Times, 10/07/00; Los Tiempos (Bolivia), 10/09/00; CNN, 10/05/00, 10/14/00; Reuters,
10/06/00, 10/07/00, 10/11/00, 10/14/00; Notimex, 10/13-16/00; Spanish news service EFE, 10/07/00,
10/09/00, 10/10/00, 10/15/00, 10/17/00]
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